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Gordon Bennett
 
 
  
“Gordon Bennett is Australia’s most recognised postcolonial Aboriginal painter. While he has always resisted the cult of Aboriginality (to the extent of refusing to identify his art as
Aboriginal or himself as an Aboriginal painter), critics generally considered this a deconstructive tactic by which Bennett could further interrogate the politics of Aboriginality and identity...“
(excerpt from Gordon Bennett's abstract art: the aesthetics of commitment and indifference by Ian McLean, 2004)
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The restless cosmopolitan by Ian McLean, 2008
 
Gordon Bennett always tells a good story, and a major attraction of his work is its narrative structure. Not any
more. His recent abstract paintings forsake the discursive qualities upon which he built a very successful career.
Bennett has a history of abandoning successful modes for new ones, but nothing in his oeuvre matches the
audaciousness of this turn. Be it radical, risky or simply foolish, what other artist in his position would (or could)
make such a wild move?
Bennett’s previous work may have shown an intense interest in abstract art (particularly the art of Pollock,
Malevich and Mondrian) but it was always discursively referenced in elaborate postcolonial allegories that were
implicitly cynical of abstract art’s esoteric claims. However his recent paintings, which primarily quote the early
work of the American minimalist Frank Stella, have no obvious narrative, postcolonial deconstruction, or even
parody. Instead he seemingly pays homage to Stella and, ipso facto, the creed of abstraction. In the context of his
earlier work, it is not at all obvious what Bennett is doing or intending.
By his own admission Bennett had exhausted his previous Basquiat theme, and was also exhausted by the
intensity of his discursive mode. Hence I initially expected the abstract work to be a temporary therapeutic hiatus
before some new onslaught. However this has proved to not be the case. Bennett has tackled this new direction
in his art with his usual diligence and perseverance. He has been making abstract paintings for five years (as
long as the Notes to Basquiat series).
In one sense all art is abstract, and Bennett’s graphic dexterity (evident since he was a student) reveals his
understanding of this. However the abstract series have developed into a real commitment to the purely aesthetic
pleasures of art, as well as to that 1960s dictum that less is more. Bennett reduces the graphic and compositional
complexities of his previous work to relatively simple arrangements of form and colour. This is not familiar territory
for Bennett. Despite his previous works being in a fundamental sense about various lacks, their narrative content
was invariably in excess.
However the abstract works do not seem to me to be about returning to a more simple way of doing things or of
getting back to some core or essential truth. Bennett’s use of Stella’s art as a starting point signals this, for Stella
jettisoned the metaphysical pursuits of the previous generation (such as Pollock and Rothko) for a more upfront
phenomenological world—which is why minimalism developed into an art of surface appearances rather than
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